THE TRAGEDY OF THE FRENCH FLEET, JULY 4, 1940
(a)    Sail with us and continue to fight for victory  against
the Germans and Italians.
(b)  Sail  with reduced crews under our  control to   a British
port.    The  reduced  crews   will   be  repatriated   at   the   earliest
moment.
If either of these courses is adopted by you, we will restore
your ships to France at the conclusion of the war or pay full
compensation, if they are damaged meanwhile.
(V) Alternatively, if you feel bound to stipulate that your
ships should not be used against the Germans or Italians unless
these break the Armistice, then sail them with us with reduced
crews, to some French port in the West Indies, Martinique, for
instance, where they can be demilitarised to our satisfaction
or be perhaps entrusted to the United States and remain safe
until the end of the war, the crews being repatriated.
If you refuse these fair offers, I must, with profound regret,
require you to sink your ships within six hours.
Finally, failing the above, I have the orders of His Majesty's
Government to use whatever force may be necessary to prevent
your ships from falling into German or Italian hands."
We had hoped that one or other of the alternatives which we
presented would have been accepted, without the necessity of
using the terrible force of a British battle squadron. Such a
squadron arrived before Oran two hours after Captain Holland
and his destroyer. This battle squadron was commanded by
Vice-Admiral Somerville, an officer who distinguished himself
lately in the bringing-off of over 100,000 Frenchmen during the
evacuation from Dunkirk. Admiral SomerviUe was further pro-
vided, besides his battleships, with a cruiser force and strong
flotillas. All day the parleys continued, and we hoped until the
afternoon that our terms would be accepted without bloodshed.
However, no doubt in obedience to the orders dictated by the
Germans from Wiesbaden, where the Franco-German Armistice
Commission is in session, Admiral Gensoul refused to comply and
announced his intention of fighting. Admiral SomerviUe was,
therefore, ordered to complete his mission before darkness fell, and
at 5.53 p.m. he opened fire upon this powerful French Fleet, which
was also protected by its shore batteries. At 6 p.m. he reported
that he was heavily engaged. The action lasted for some ten
minutes and was followed by heavy attacks from our naval aircraft,
carried in the Ark Royal. At 7.20 p.m. Admiral Somerville
forwarded a further report, which stated that a battle cruiser
of the Strasbourg class was damaged and ashore; that a battleship